
Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   73 

 

 
 

The Public Health Model: 
Democratic Community 
Organizing 

 
 

Jay Taber  
Contributing Editor 
FWJ 

 
 
Effect ively  pursuing democrat ic  ideals  is  a  

complex,  di f f icul t ,  and r isky business .  To truly  
make room for  democracy,  i t  i s  f i rs t  necessary to  
c ircumscribe  pol i t ica l  v iolence.  The publ ic  heal th  
model  of  community  organizing,  which grew out  
of  my research and conversat ions with Paul  de 
Armond,  def ines  organized pol i t ica l  v iolence as  
the suppress ion of  f ree  and open inquiry.  
Rendering inef fect ive  those who pract ice  pol i t ica l  
v iolence requires  both tra ining and structured 
ref lect ive  engagement.   

This  essay,  serves  as  just i f icat ion for  my 
approach to  an act iv is t  pol i t ica l  sc ience 
curr iculum, re l ies  heavi ly  on the power of  moral  
sanct ion—both in  constraining violence,  and in  
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overcoming laziness ,  cowardice,  and the desire  for  
reassurance that  leads people  to  accept  and fol low 
dangerous leaders .  I t  a lso  re l ies  on a  respect  for  
the pract ice  and resul ts  of  research and analysis .   

Moral  posi t ions,  learned s lowly over  t ime 
through socia l  interact ion,  observat ion,  re f lect ion,  
and s tudy,  are  best  internal ized absent  coercion or  
indoctr inat ion.  Moral  lessons,  conveyed by 
parents ,  pastors ,  teachers ,  and phi losophers ,  are  
woven into the societa l  myths,  laws,  and codes of  
behavior  that  guide us  through l i fe .  The evolut ion 
of  human consciousness  in  def ining and redef ining 
moral i ty ,  however,  has  encountered a  formidable  
obstacle  in  the modern spectacles  of  consumerism 
and mil i tar ism, amid what  I  would term the 
perpetual  carpet-bombing of  advert is ing,  
propaganda,  and amusement.  Devoting adequate  
at tent ion to  the discussion and considerat ion of  
moral  values  thus requires  the creat ion of  t ime,  
space,  s t ructures,  and act iv i t ies  conducive to  
weaning and shie lding people  f rom these  psychic  
intrusions.   

The phi losophy behind the publ ic  heal th  
model  of  community  organizing is  that  the  
pr imary obstacles  to  engagement are  ideological ,  
and that  the  pr imary task in  overcoming these  
obstacles  is  a  communicat ive  one.  The purpose of  
this  paper  is  to  examine the ef f icacy of  the  publ ic  
heal th  model  appl ied to  socia l  and pol i t ica l  
engagement,  and ul t imately  to  spark discussion of  
and experimentat ion with s trategies  and tact ics  
that  foster  greater  autonomy and accountabi l i ty  
throughout  our  society.   

Civi l  society  leaders ,  as  such,  are  burdened 
with the responsibi l i ty  to  plan and prepare  for  the 
eventual i ty  of  a t tack,  consciously  preparing 
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themselves,  their  fo l lowers,  and their  a l l ies  to  both 
endure and oppose the use  of  fear ,  hate ,  and 
revenge.  Isolat ion of  these  socia l  pathogens,  
inoculat ion of  vulnerable  populat ions,  and 
educat ion of  those looking for  certa inty,  comprise  
key e lements  of  the  publ ic  heal th  model .  A more 
complete  def ini t ion of  this  model  of  socia l  
organizat ion fol lows.   

Public Health Model Defined  

I s o l a t e   
The primary miss ion of  inst i tut ions charged 

with protect ing the publ ic  heal th  is  to  contain 
outbreaks and to  prevent  epidemics  associated 
with infect ious disease.  The f i rs t  order  of  business  
in  the publ ic  heal th  regime is  to  isolate  and s tudy 
the various pathogens that  pose such a  threat  to  
society,  in  order  to  determine the most  e f fect ive  
means of  prevention and containment.  Through 
research,  essent ia l  character is t ics  of  the  disease  
can be determined.  Through analysis ,  opt ions for  
intervention are  continual ly  reviewed,  tested,  and 
revised with an eye toward the development of  
prophylact ic  measures,  t reatment,  and medicines,  
as  part  of  the  array of  intervention methods at  the  
disposal  of  publ ic  heal th  profess ionals .  In  addit ion 
to  the biological  and infrastructural  invest igat ions 
conducted,  committees,  d iv is ions,  and 
departments  are  establ ished for  the purpose of  
interdepartmental  communicat ion and 
coordinat ion engaged in  developing appropriate  
legis lat ion,  budgets ,  and operat ional  manuals  for  
a l l  the  anci l lary  publ ic  agencies  necessar i ly  
involved in  implementing the miss ion of  publ ic  
heal th  administrat ion.   
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In the body pol i t ic ,  socia l  pathogens of  
aggress ion that  surface in  the form of  such things  
as  racism, fascism, homophobia,  and xenophobia  
can be viewed and approached in  a  s imilar  
manner.  Each of  these  ideological  cancers  have 
or ig ins,  his tor ies ,  d is t inct  character is t ics ,  and can 
be s tudied,  monitored,  and analyzed asking the 
same basic  quest ions used by the Centers  for  
Disease  Control  and the Inst i tutes  for  Publ ic  
Health:   

 
•  ·  Where does  i t  come from?  
•  ·  What  condit ions a l low i t  to  prosper?   
•  ·  How is  i t  t ransmitted?   
•  ·  What  is  i ts  l i fe  cycle?   
•  ·  What  causes  i t  to  become dormant?   
•  ·  Can i t  be  eradicated?  

 
Through such a  methodical  approach to  

understanding socia l  pathogens,  we are  best  able  
to  mobil ize  with economy and ef fect iveness  the 
resources  avai lable .  Beginning our  quest  for  
human dignity  with an at t i tude of  respect  for  the 
process  and resul ts  of  research and analysis  
enables  us  to  avoid inappropriate  responses  to  
outbreaks while  we advance our  pooled knowledge 
and experience.   

Inoculate  
With the development of  vaccines,  publ ic  

heal th  of f ic ia ls  added a  powerful  defensive  
weapon to  their  arsenal .  To varying degrees,  
depending on the disease,  the  combinat ion of  
vaccinat ion programs with the management of  



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   77 

host  condit ions improved l i fe  immensely.  People  
not  only  l ived with less  disease;  they l ived with 
less  fear  of  disease,  and were thus less  suscept ib le  
to  psychological ly  dis turbing explanat ions of  i ts  
causes,  previously  associated with such things  as  
moral i ty ,  magic,  and re l ig ion.   

Likewise,  heal th  profess ionals ,  through the 
accumulat ion of  data  and the observat ion of  
resul ts  of  vaccinat ion campaigns,  became aware of  
the  di f ferent ia l  vulnerabi l i ty  to  contract ing 
disease.  Through tr ia l  and error  and ref lect ion,  
they came to  understand the plural i ty  of  factors  
that  bear  on an individual ’s  propensi ty  toward 
good or  poor heal th.  Over  t ime,  a  more hol is t ic  
perspect ive  developed to  include considerat ion of  
diet ,  habits ,  s t ress ,  genet ics ,  age,  and gender.  Thus 
informed,  guardians of  publ ic  heal th  are  bet ter  
prepared to  ini t ia l ly  target  the  most  vulnerable  
populat ions in  mobil iz ing the resources  of  disease  
control  and epidemic prevention.   

Populat ions most  vulnerable  to  ideological  
d iseases  are  equal ly  identi f iable ,  consider ing such 
condit ions as  employment,  educat ion,  re l ig ion,  
locat ion,  and economic s tatus.  Systematic  s tudy,  
research,  and analysis  of  their  his tor ical  
development within the current  pol i t ica l  context  
a l low those consider ing intervention measures  to  
ant ic ipate  and possib ly  head off  dangerous events .  
At  the very least  operat ing from an informed 
posi t ion provides  act iv is ts  with the abi l i ty  to  not  
make things  worse.   

By adopting the medical  credo do no harm, 
socio-pol i t ica l  publ ic  heal th  warr iors  can develop 
an at t i tude that  prepares  them for  what  Laurie  
Garret t ,  author  of  Betrayal  of  Trust ,  ca l ls  “The 
Coming Plague.”  Although referr ing to  disease  in  



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   78 

the microbial  sense,  Garret t ’s  profound quest ion:  
‘Can i t  s t i l l  be  assumed that  government can and 
wil l  protect  the  populace’s  heal th?’  appl ies  as  wel l  
to  sociological  pathogens that  have found ways to  
c ircumvent  normal  host  defenses.  I f  the  answer to  
this  quest ion is ,  as  I  contend,  no,  then those of  us  
who try  to  heroical ly  cover  for  of f ic ia l  
complacency and publ ic  indif ference f ind 
ourselves  in  a  posi t ion s imilar  to  heal th  workers  in  
the developing world — struggl ing without  
resources  against  insurmountable  odds.  Referr ing 
to  Third World heal th  workers ,  Garret t  says,  “I t  i s  
the  paradox of  our  era  that  while  they s truggle ,  we 
are  so pr iv i leged that  we are  f requently  unaware 
that  their  s t ruggle  exis ts .”   

I t  i s  equal ly  t rue of  American society  that  the  
benef ic iar ies  of  pr iv i leged socia l  s tatus  l ive in  
comfortable  ignorance of  the  rare  and latent  socia l  
d iseases  that  pose grave r isks  to  communit ies ,  that  
is ,  unt i l  they ampli fy  in  unhealthy environs into 
terr ib le  epidemics  l ike  the Wise Use and Mil i t ia  
movements.  As Garret  observes,  “Effect ive  publ ic  
heal th  systems monitor  the heal th  and wel l -being 
of  i ts  c i t izens,  ident i fy  problems in  the 
environment and among the members  of  i ts  
community,  and establ ish publ ic  heal th  pract ices  
to  address  these  problems.”  Her dire  warning that ,  
“We l ive  in  a  world  in  which new human 
pathogens emerge and old infect ious diseases  once 
thought  conquered can resurface with a  
vengeance” reminds me of  a  World War II  Jewish 
refugee who made a  comment to  the ef fect  that  he 
thought  we had ended ant i -Semit ism with the 
surrender  of  Nazi  Germany.  The analogy is  
perhaps best  summed up by Garret ’s  remark on the 
per i ls  of  re l iance on pharmaceutical  technology,  
“Resi l ient  mutated s tra ins  have evolved and 
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f lourished in  part  through ignorance of  the  need to  
complete  a  prescr ibed course,  and by the overuse 
and misuse of  drugs.  The chal lenge is  to  adapt  our  
publ ic  heal th  s trategy to  control  environments  and 
modify  behaviors  in  a  constant ly  changing world.”   

Educate  

Once a  disease  is  contained,  educat ional  
e f forts  a imed at  broadening publ ic  support  for  and 
cooperat ion with heal th  agencies  become part  of  
an ongoing system of  monitor ing,  report ing,  and 
s i tuat ional  assessment  conducive to  
inst i tut ional iz ing pract ices ,  behaviors ,  and 
investments  in  achieving opt imal  heal th.  Wavering 
commitment  to  these  educat ional  e f forts  means 
that  gains  made in  disease  control  for  one 
generat ion might  be  lost  for  the  next ;  betrayal  of  
publ ic  t rust  through laziness ,  cowardice,  or  
dishonest  acts ,  especia l ly  for  pol i t ica l  purposes,  
a lso  endangers  the publ ic  sense of  c i t izenship.  

Thus,  in  order  to  recrui t  and convert  
suf f ic ient  numbers  of  the  populace to  part ic ipate  
in  heal thful  pract ices ,  working re lat ionships  need 
to  be  bui l t  and maintained by honoring that  t rust  
with frankness,  obl igat ion,  and accountabi l i ty .  
When that  t rust  i s  broken,  i t  must  be  painstakingly  
rebui l t .  S imilar ly ,  socia l  act iv is ts  need to  be  
v ig i lant  in  not  overstat ing problems,  not  
underest imating the ser iousness  of  problems,  and 
in  not  shr inking from their  obl igat ion to  art iculate  
and disseminate  their  assessment  candidly  and 
repeatedly,  regardless  of  the  popular i ty  of  the  
message.   

Communicat ing socia l  t ransformation based 
on ideological  research,  analysis ,  and educat ion,  
within the framework of  the  publ ic  heal th  model ,  
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incorporates  tools  of  inte l l igence and propaganda 
from mil i tary  warfare  appl ied to  community  
organizing.  Convincing people  to  part ic ipate  in,  or  
persuading them to cooperate  with such a  
tumultuous endeavor requires  the c lear  
ar t iculat ion of  the  phi losophy behind i t .   

P h i l o s o p h i c a l  B a s i s  o f  M o d e l   
The publ ic  heal th  model  of  community  

organizing assumes a  constant ,  aggress ive  
opposi t ion committed to  undermining and 
s i lencing good fa i th  part ic ipat ion in  societa l  
problem solving.  As such,  act iv is ts  who approach 
organizing by bols ter ing community  safeguards 
and regulat ing mechanisms have a  powerful  asset  
in  moral  sanct ion.  As guardians of  a  fa ir  and open 
process ,  they can c la im the high ground over  ant i -
democrat ic  opponents ,  whose behavior,  i f  not  
agenda,  v iolates  societa l  norms.  In  this  way,  pro-
democracy act iv is ts  and organizers  can increase  
the l ikel ihood of  broad-based conscient ious 
involvement in  publ ic  pol icy  decis ion-making.   

Moral  sanct ion a lone (especia l ly  in  the 
present  where  c i t izenship is  so  rare) ,  may be 
insuff ic ient  to  constrain pol i t ica l  v iolence or  
of f ic ia l  repress ion,  but  i t  can br ing s ignif icant  
pressures  to  bear  on publ ic  behavior  as  wel l  as  
within inst i tut ions under  the control  or  inf luence 
of  c iv i l  society.  Indeed,  reform and revolut ionary 
movements,  as  wel l  as  other  forms of  res is tance in  
fundamental  conf l ic t  with despotic  powers,  re ly  on 
moral  sanct ion as  an essent ia l  component  of  
pol i t ica l  warfare.   

In  fact ,  the  commitment  of  socia l  movement 
part ic ipants  and the approbat ion of  noncombatants  
and potent ia l  recrui ts  are  largely  determined by 
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the abi l i ty  of  res is tance leaders  to  art iculate  and 
disseminate  the moral  values  at  i ssue.  In  this  way,  
res is tors  and al l ied advocates  can gain not  only  
at tent ion,  but  a lso recognit ion of  the  val idi ty  of  
their  gr ievances.  At  the same t ime,  the moral  
prest ige  of  oppress ive  inst i tut ions is  d iminished,  
and opportunit ies  to  obtain concessions or  to  
leverage discussion are  enhanced.   

Communicat ion of  core  values  leads to  the 
empowering acts  of  individuals  that  develop 
commitment  to  a  process  of  t ransformation they 
bel ieve wil l  lead to  greater  fu l f i l lment  of  these  
values.  Faith  in  the possibi l i ty  of  just ice,  by a  
process  that  t ranscends issues,  acknowledges  the 
supremacy of  human dignity  and the ethical  
imperat ive  to  act .   

S t r e n g t h s  a n d  W e a k n e s s e s  o f  M o d e l   
The strength of  the  publ ic  heal th  model ,  when 

appl ied to  community  organizing,  is  in  i ts  v iew of  
the body pol i t ic  as  an organic,  dynamic system of  
adjustment  and evolut ion that ,  l ike  the human 
body,  requires  maintenance,  nurturing,  and 
protect ion from external  threat .  The centra l  
perspect ive  of  this  model  is  a  fa i th  in  humanity  to  
resolve conf l ic t  g iven the opportunity  to  work.  
Cycles  of  subvers ion and integrat ion,  when 
funct ioning organical ly ,  s t rengthen a  society’s  
immune system al lowing i t  to  adapt  to  new 
circumstances  with greater  res i l ience.   

The weakness  of  the  publ ic  heal th  model  l ies  
in  the vulnerabi l i ty  of  i ts  pract i t ioners  to  
accusat ions of  consp irac i sm ,  and the tendency of  
overzealous devotees  to  neglect  the  hol is t ic  
requirement of  integrat ing their  pract ice  with 
those engaged in  reform advocacy,  pol i t ica l  
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diplomacy,  law enforcement,  and mil i tary  
deterrence.  Actors  accustomed to  funct ioning as  
the white  b lood cel ls  of  society,  by def ini t ion,  are  
programmed to  be  on the lookout  for  socia l  
v iruses.  The di f f icul t ies  of  integrat ion with 
sympathet ic  actors  not  so  incl ined,  ar ises  when 
these  threats  successful ly  e lude popular  detect ion 
and are  able  to  spread covert ly ,  infect ing 
unsuspect ing target  populat ions - -  including one’s  
a l l ies  - through lazy and corrupt  media  habits .   

This  is  not  to  say that  the  model  is  f lawed;  
rather ,  that  the  socia l  immune system can only  
work when the other  systems funct ion properly.  
The symbiot ic  re lat ionship and the guardian cel ls ’  
abi l i ty  to  protect  society  break down when any of  
the  systems malfunct ion.   

Garret t  observes  that ,  “I t  was in  Gotham at  
the  dawn of  the twentieth century that  bands of  
sanitar ians,  germ theory zealots ,  and progress ive  
pol i t ica l  leaders  created the world’s  f i rs t  publ ic  
heal th  infrastructure” pr imari ly  focused on 
prevention and survei l lance,  rather  than cure.  She 
notes  that  society  of  that  era,  when str ides  in  
publ ic  heal th  far  surpassed those of  the  last  hal f  
century,  “needed to  take a im at  a  far  more 
complex—and elusive—target”  comprised of  
sc ience,  pol i t ics ,  sociology,  economics,  and “even 
e lements  of  re l ig ion,  phi losophy,  and psychology.”  
Noting that  publ ic  heal th  infrastructures  were  not  
terr ib ly  res i l ient  in  the face  of  societa l  s t ress  and 
economic di f f icul ty ,  Garret t  forewarns,  “An 
unstable ,  corrupt  society  is  inevi tably  a  publ ic  
heal th  catastrophe.”  In the present  era  of  malign 
neglect  and rampant  corruption at  the  highest  
levels  of  American business  and government,  i t  i s  
a  dire  warning indeed—in terms of  publ ic  heal th,  
safety,  f reedom, and l i fe  i tse l f .  So vi ta l  to  societa l  
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s tabi l i ty  and so vulnerable  to  pol i t ica l  d isorder,  
publ ic  heal th  in  e i ther  sense—physiological  or  
psychological—when in  cr is is ,  can br ing down a 
government.  

Comparison with Other Models  
The four  conventional  l iberal  models  used to  

f rame and contain ant i -democrat ic  behavior  are  
law enforcement,  pol i t ica l  d iplomacy,  mil i tary,  
and interest  or  pressure  group.   

L a w  E n f o r c e m e n t   
The law enforcement model  of  constraining 

those who conspire  to  disrupt  legi t imate  at tempts  
at  societa l  conf l ic t  resolut ion assumes a  fa i th  that  
agencies  so  charged wil l  be  able  and wil l ing to  
perform their  dut ies .  In  real i ty ,  they are  usual ly  
uneducated in  the nuances  of  pol i t ica l  v iolence,  
f requently  used to  inter fere  with enforcement 
except  for  pol i t ica l  purposes,  and too often biased 
to  accept  the v iew that  the  v ict ims are  to  b lame.   

Law enforcement,  when i t  works,  usual ly  
consis ts  of  arrest ing perpetrators  of  physical  
v iolence.  The harm done to  society  by 
demonizat ion,  int imidat ion,  e lectoral  f raud,  and 
paramil i tary  mobil izat ion continues most ly  
unencumbered by of f ic ia l  inter ference,  unt i l  
property  or  people  have been harmed or  murdered.  
Occasional ly ,  enforcement agents  apprehend those 
in  v iolat ion of  arms and explosives  s tatutes ,  as  
they did with the Mil i t ia  of  Montana and the 
Washington State  Mil i t ia  in  the mid 1990s.  Rarely  
are  the fe lons engaged in  creat ing the overal l  
pol i t ica l  c l imate  - -  that  s ignals  the  react ionary 
underground and sociopaths  to  emerge and act  on 
their  bel ie fs  - -  indicted for  e i ther  expl ic i t  or  
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complic i t  v iolat ions of  the  law. Low level  act iv is ts  
that  do things  l ike  l i s t ing addresses  of  abort ion 
c l inic  physic ians on Internet  hi t  l i s ts  may f ind 
themselves  subject  to  c iv i l  penalt ies  and 
censorship,  but  high level  act iv is ts ,  such as  Wise 
Use operat ives  l inked to  big  business  have,  to  my 
knowledge,  never  been charged for  inci t ing 
assault ,  arson,  and at tempted murder  against  their  
pol i t ica l  opponents .   

When i t  comes to  pol i t ica l  v iolence used to  
prevent  discussion and open inquiry,  of f ic ia l  
agencies  of ten ignore behavior  or  exacerbate  
tensions by overreact ing.  Dismiss ing concerns of  
individuals  targeted by pol i t ica l  v iolence,  or  
te l l ing them to buy a  gun,  leaves  people  adri f t .  
They are  certa inly  not  going to  continue to  
part ic ipate  in  the societa l  debates  and discussions 
we need to  maintain a  democrat ic  society.   

P o l i t i c a l  D i p l o m a c y   
The use  of  pol i t ica l  d iplomacy for  purposes  of  

constraining pol i t ica l  v iolence is  not  only  
inef fect ive;  i t  i s  inappropriate  and s ignals  those 
who use  v iolence that  their  opponents  lack what  
Herbert  Marcuse cal ls  the  “moral  disposi t ion to  
counter  aggress iveness.”  Faith  in  diplomacy 
assumes the possibi l i ty  of  mutual  good fa i th  
part ic ipat ion in  a  process  of  negotiat ion and 
compromise.  Pol i t ica l  actors  who operate  f rom a 
core  agenda that  denies  equal  protect ion and 
opportunity  to  others  - -  whose s trategic  formula of  
fear ,  hate ,  and revenge uses  systemic violence to  
gain or  maintain pr iv i leges  - -  and who are  wil l ing 
to  commit  or  abet  cr imes against  their  opponents ,  
are  nei ther  deserving of  t rust  nor  a  publ ic  p lat form 
for  promotion of  their  ideology.  Misguided or  
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cowardly  reformers  who engage them thus,  do so 
at  grave r isk  to  a  community.   

One of  the  greatest  per i ls  of  p iety  is  the  fa i th  
that  no matter  how perverted or  dis torted the 
posi t ion of  one’s  opponent,  they wil l  be  won over  
with reason and compassion.  This  is  not  to  say 
that  they in  turn should be demonized;  i t  i s  s imply 
a  p lea  to  acknowledge that  diplomacy has a  
l imited ef fect  on someone who views other  
segments  of  society  as  evi l  or  subhuman. Perhaps 
their  hearts  and minds can be changed by some 
transformative  experience,  l ike  t ime in  pr ison or  
coerced part ic ipat ion in  a  t ruth and reconci l ia t ion 
process ,  but  constraining their  behavior  is  of  
pr imary importance to  the wel l  being of  society.   

M i l i t a r y   
Applicat ion of  the  mil i tary  model  for  the 

purpose of  constraining domest ic  pol i t ica l  
v iolence,  that  is  perceived to  threaten the 
heal thful  funct ioning of  American democracy,  
resul ts  in  t ragedies  l ike  Jackson State ,  Kent  State ,  
Ruby Ridge,  and Waco.  Most  recent ly ,  the  
mil i tar izat ion of  law enforcement funct ions—such 
as  border  patrol  and protest  management—has 
s i tuat ional ly  a l tered the pol ic ing mandate  f rom 
serve-and-protect  to  search and destroy.  This  
a l tered re lat ionship between pol ice  and some 
communit ies  and ethnic  groups has  the tragic ,  i f  
unintended consequence,  of  condoning 
unregulated vig i lante  and paramil i tary  conduct .  
When non-violent  act iv i t ies  such as  c iv i l  
d isobedience or  unlawful  border  entry  encounter  a  
mil i tar is t ic  of f ic ia l  response,  the  message sent  to  
react ionaries  and bigots  is  that  these  i l legal  acts  
are  committed by enemies  of  the  s tate ,  rather  than 
by a  loyal  opposi t ion or  harmless  unfortunates.   
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The use  of  mil i tary  forces  or  tact ics  against  
pol i t ica l  opponents ,  even ant i -democrat ic  ones,  
only  harms the heal th  of  society.  The oppressed 
l ive  in  terror ;  the  repressed shrink from their  
dut ies ;  and the confused e i ther  indulge in  other  
out le ts  for  their  aggress ion or  prepare  for  c iv i l  
war.  Combined,  these  condit ions are  conducive to  
further  deter iorat ion of  democrat ic  society,  paving 
the way for  monopoly,  tyranny,  and the impunity  
these  condit ions enjoy.  With the 
inst i tut ional izat ion and consol idat ion of  the  
mil i tar is t ic  model  for  domest ic  purposes,  
const i tuent  advocacy becomes increasingly  
meaningless .   

Pressure Group  
The pressure  group model ,  designed for  the 

purpose of  const i tuent  advocacy - -  used both for  
reform as  wel l  as  pr iv i lege maintenance - -  i s  most  
noted for  i ts  success  in  generat ing legis lat ion.  The 
resul tant  laws and rules ,  when enforced,  provide 
some degree of  re l ie f  or  rest i tut ion to  the groups 
or  const i tuencies  involved,  but  of ten do l i t t le  to  
protect  or  faci l i ta te  broad part ic ipat ion in  the 
debate  about  unjust  or  insane publ ic  pol ic ies .  
More of ten than not,  actors  f rom across  the 
pol i t ica l  spectrum use this  model  to  seek economic 
or  pol i t ica l  advantage over  others ,  rather  than to  
protect  a  fa ir  and open process  in  which benef i ts  
and burdens are  shared equal ly .  Consequently ,  
unhealthy re lat ionships  develop between dominant  
groups and those in  power,  to  the detr iment  of  
everyone e lse .   

To their  credit ,  some pressure  group 
profess ionals  recognize the need for  s trategic  and 
tact ical  p lanning and the development of  an 
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agenda to  movement momentum. They ant ic ipate  
and prepare  for  publ ic  debate  and convey 
art iculate ly  their  const i tuents ’  ent i t lement  to  
re l ie f ,  and r ight ly  focus on the need to  demand 
accountabi l i ty  f rom off ic ia ls .  Some of  these  
profess ionals  acknowledge the di f ference between 
tr iv ia l  and fundamental  change that  empowers  
ordinary people,  the  best  of  them cognizant  of  the  
need to  examine a l ternat ives  to  achieve their  
goals .   

Those who invoke the values  of  their  audience 
and identi fy  unsavory aspects  of  the  opposi t ion 
come c losest  to  convers ion to  the publ ic  heal th  
model .  Bui lding sol idari ty ,  reducing isolat ion,  and 
l inking act ions to  an agenda are  a l l  consis tent  with 
this  model .  The weakness  of  pressure  groups is  
their  focus on their  adversary to  the exclusion of  
their  opposi t ion.  This  notorious b l ind spot  to  
organizat ions,  movements,  networks,  ideologies ,  
and covert  act iv i t ies  that  comprise  a  whir lpool  
that  encompasses  seemingly  s tra ightforward 
interest  group conf l ic t ,  can bewilder  and dismay 
pressure  group part ic ipants  and complete ly  erode 
progress  made through decades of  e f fort  overnight .   

The American system of  majori ty  rule  poses  a  
constant  threat  to  minori ty  r ights ,  of ten leaving 
numerical  majori t ies  with l i t t le  or  no voice  in  
decis ions that  direct ly  af fect  their  survival ,  their  
l ibert ies ,  and their  qual i ty  of  l i fe .  Pressure  groups 
that  avai l  themselves  of  protest  and pol i t ica l  
d iplomacy in  securing concessions on the behalf  of  
deprived const i tuencies ,  of ten f ind themselves  
negotiat ing away r ights  of  the  least  inf luentia l  or  
funct ioning as  unwitt ing informants  to  those in  
power,  seduced by the sense of  importance these  
re lat ionships  convey.  A local  organizat ion I  once 
worked with became so obsessed with obtaining 
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of f ic ia l  approval  for  human r ights  that  they agreed 
to  a  compromise  with the Chris t ian Right  to  delete  
equal  r ights  for  homosexuals  f rom their  
resolut ion.   

Without  the act ive  part ic ipat ion by broad 
segments  of  society  in  the vi ta l  d iscussions of  se l f -
governance,  autonomy and accountabi l i ty  are  
unl ikely  to  obtain.  Even well  intended,  a l t ruis t ic  
pressure  groups can make things  worse  through 
their  doctr inaire  react ion to  f requently  fantast ic  
interpretat ions of  f r ightening behavior,  rather  than 
through act ion based on research,  cr i t ica l  
thinking,  analysis ,  and careful  preparat ion.  Moral  
theatr ics  may be grat i fy ing to  the se l f - r ighteous,  
but  they often get  in  the way of  e f forts  to  develop 
ref lect ive,  se l f -d isc ipl ined,  popular  educat ion and 
community-bui lding networks that  act  as  a  defense 
against  subvers ion of  se l f -determinat ion.   

Law enforcement,  pol i t ica l  d iplomacy,  
mil i tary,  and pressure  group models  of  
engagement have important  roles  to  play when 
employed appropriate ly .  They have s imply not  
proven to  be  ef fect ive  deterrents  to  ant i -
democrat ic  behavior  and socia l  d is integrat ion in  
the US.  As such,  an examination of  the  methods 
and devices  of  the  publ ic  heal th  model  deserve 
further  at tent ion.   

 

Methods and Devices  

R e s e a r c h   
As noted,  the  successful  appl icat ion of  the  

publ ic  heal th  model  to  ideological  d isease  control  
depends on the ear ly  detect ion and analysis  of  
organized ant i -democrat ic  aggress ion,  systematic  



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   89 

s tudy of  and intervention with vulnerable  
populat ions,  and educat ional  campaigns a imed at  
broadening publ ic  support  for  the investments  
required.  We wil l  now examine the essent ia l  
integrat ive  techniques used to  construct  the  
working re lat ionships  needed for  bui lding a  
community  of  sociopol i t ica l  heal th  pract i t ioners .   

The f i rs t  th ing to  recognize in  this  endeavor is  
that  this  is  sensi t ive,  potent ia l ly  dangerous work 
that  should not  be  undertaken haphazardly,  or  
a lone.  The creat ion of  enduring inst i tut ional ized 
programs cr i t ica l  to  i ts  e f fect iveness  does  not  
come about  by bureaucrat ic  means — they are  
created from the ground up,  and re ly  on the 
part ic ipat ion of  local  moral  authori t ies .   

Consequently ,  concerned c i t izens as  wel l  as  
community  organizers  interested in  personal  
securi ty ,  movement continuity,  and a  pol i t ica l ly  
heal thy community,  must  establ ish and operate  
within a  network that  involves  intent ional  
col laborat ion between churches,  schools ,  human 
r ights  groups,  neighborhood associat ions,  labor  
and c iv ic  organizat ions,  and individuals  who 
perform research and invest igat ive  funct ions.  The 
face- to- face  networking that  takes  p lace in  
communicat ing the need for  and agenda of  such a  
network is  the  adhesive  of  community  bui lding.   

 

Lengthy discussions,  socia ls ,  and workshops 
organized around t imely,  accurate ,  and re levant  
information that  makes a  community  threat  v is ib le  
and understandable,  generates  concern and al lows 
a  nascent  network to  determine i ts  educat ional  and 
organizing needs.  Local  research,  l inked with 
regional  and nat ional  resources,  provides  
his tor ical  background and pol i t ica l  context ,  as  
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wel l  as  presents  opt ions and locates  targets  for  
community  act ion.  Network sol idari ty ,  cemented 
by wel l -ar t iculated ideas  and based on the 
experience of  other  communit ies ,  then becomes 
the foundation for  engaging in  personal  re f lect ion 
and community  educat ion.   

E d u c a t i o n  &  O r g a n i z i n g   
Once a  network has  determined i ts  

educat ional  needs,  i t  can pool  connect ions and 
resources  to  provide opportunit ies  both separate ly  
and joint ly  for  their  organizat ional  members,  
depending on the focus and comfort  level  that  
exis ts .  Ini t ia l ly ,  the  del ivery s ty le ,  re ferences,  and 
language used may di f fer  s ignif icant ly—eventual ly  
a  mutual ly  recognized set  of  values  and purpose 
wil l  develop.   

Individuals  and groups within the network 
wil l  progress  at  their  own pace in  absorbing and 
adapting to  changed percept ions of  society  and 
conf l ic t .  Network leaders  who monitor  and 
communicate  this  progress  can best  determine 
when and how their  group is  ready to  act .  Cross-
pol l inizat ion between groups both accelerates  the 
progress  and breaks down barr iers  or  
mispercept ions between groups that  previously  
received only  mediated impress ions of  their  new 
al l ies .  Publ ic  events  that  promote core  values  
a lready shared by the network nodes serve as  
recrui tment  tools  that  can funnel  the  unaware into 
educat ional  funct ions where  deeper  discussions 
that  lead to  convers ion take place.   

The pr ivate  and popular  educat ion funct ions 
undertaken by the network thus become centra l  
organizing tools  based on ongoing research and 
analysis  in  which a l l  movement part ic ipants  p lay a  
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role  through observat ion and dia logue.  The 
formali ty  or  informali ty  of  the  network is  less  
important  than i ts  funct ional i ty  — act ive  
communicat ion wil l  lead to  some kind of  
community  act ion.   

C o m m u n i t y  A c t i o n   
Community  act ion,  whether  a  containment,  

prophylact ic  or  remedial  intervention,  involves  
high prof i le  events  and publ ic  dramas that  a lso 
serve as  educat ional  and recrui tment  venues.  As 
such,  they should be approached and designed 
with the ass is tance of  people  who have 
connect ions and experience in  publ ic  re lat ions,  
theater ,  media,  and educat ion.  Plans,  mater ia ls  
and scr ipts  for  associated press  conferences,  
speaking engagements,  and l i terature  
dissemination should be s trategical ly  developed.  
Timing and sequence of  del ivery,  when rat ional ly  
executed,  helps  to  minimize confusion as  wel l  as  
disarm opposi t ion.   

St icking to  the network-adopted miss ion and 
object ives  reduces  the l ikel ihood that  wedges can 
be dr iven between network part ic ipants .  Pre-
se lected,  wel l - recognized spokespersons tra ined 
and prepared to  del iver  the message with 
confidence and convict ion helps  to  avoid losing 
the ini t ia t ive  by lapsing into a  defensive  posture.   

The f i rs t  publ ic  impress ion of  the  meaning 
and importance of  the  act ion cannot  only  be  
manufactured—it  can help  determine the course  of  
the  ensuing conf l ic t  and community  discussion.  
Sel f - restra int ,  a  sense of  humor,  and control led 
r ighteous indignat ion—being f i rm on principle ,  
but  fa ir  in  appl icat ion—are powerful  a t tr ibutes  
when del ivered by or  with the consent  of  v is ib le  



Fourth  World   Journal  Vol  10  Num 1 ,  2011       ≈   92 

moral  authori t ies .  Subsequent  cycles  of  analysis ,  
act ion,  and ref lect ion can then re inforce  
individual  group act ions ini t ia ted within the new 
pol i t ica l  context ,  with the ini t ia l  jo int  act ion and 
theme serving as  the touchstone.  Continuous 
network communicat ion a l lows for  spott ing and 
assess ing opportunit ies  for  advancing i ts  agenda,  
extending i ts  inf luence,  and consol idat ing i ts  
power.   

By focusing on pol icy  to  the exclusion of  
process ,  advocacy groups,  perceived as  guardians 
of  democracy,  fa i l  in  this  task  because they are  not  
engaged in  opposi t ion act iv i ty .  They are  engaged 
in  pol i t ica l  d iplomacy.  Hence,  much of  the  
t ra ining work needed is  of  individuals  a lready 
persuaded of  the  importance of  opposi t ion 
research.  Acting from the publ ic  heal th  model—
which is  to  look at  the  causat ive  mechanism, how 
the behavior  is  t ransmitted,  and what  sort  of  
interventions can e i ther  prevent  or  modify  i t— 
enables  these  individuals  to  respond to  the 
pathology of  v iolence and int imidat ion that  
prevents  community  part ic ipat ion and conf l ic t  
resolut ion.   

Inst i tut ional  change,  current ly  based on the 
four  inappl icable  models ,  i s  a  long way off .  
Government and phi lanthropic  funding is  a lmost  
exclusively  restr ic ted to  the four  inef fect ive  
models .  Training around pressure  group tact ics  
used to  get  laws passed that  wil l  not  be  enforced 
might  be  considered a  waste  of  t ime.  Even human 
r ights  groups that  do good tra ining and educat ion 
devoted to  to lerance of ten view their  work in  
bui lding contacts  with law enforcement as  
educat ional ,  when,  in  fact ,  they are  of ten being 
used as  an inte l l igence source — for  pol i t ica l  
inte l l igence.  The buy- in  by most  of  middle  and 
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upper  c lass  society  to  the United States  system of  
inequal i ty ,  wastefulness ,  and environmental  
insanity  required to  sustain the exis t ing system — 
when combined with the enormous resources  of  
the  pr imary benef ic iar ies  of  the  system — creates  a  
se l f -perpetuat ing mechanism that  can only  be  
interrupted by severe  economic or  moral  cr is is .  
The g lobal  system of  exploi tat ion,  however,  i s  so  
engrained in  the United States  means of  survival  
that  moral i ty—a deep quest ioning of  our  
humanity—is our  only  hope.   

Looking at  societ ies ,  cul tures,  and individuals  
as  evolving,  conscious organisms that  possess  
organic  “natures” and acquired character is t ics  - -  
that  are  both responsive to  conscience and 
vulnerable  to  manipulat ion - -  encourages  research,  
analysis ,  and discussion of  how socia l  change 
happens.  Scrut iny of  movements,  act ions,  and 
fundamental  conf l ic ts  in  mult ip le  eras,  societ ies ,  
and venues provides  a  context  for  engagement that  
enables  both hol is t ic  thinking and cr i t ica l  
examination of  of ten unquest ioned perspect ives  
and personal  posi t ions.  Dist inct ion of  authentic  
grassroots  act iv ism from more socia l ly  acceptable  
e l i te -sponsored act iv i t ies  serves  to  both inspire  
and shie ld  the kind-hearted who choose to  engage 
in  publ ic  af fa irs .  The appl icat ion of  publ ic  heal th  
methodology to  the realm of  pol i t ics  is  useful  both 
l i tera l ly  and f igurat ively:  Our col lect ive,  g lobal ly  
interdependent  ideological  and sent ient  wel l -being 
depends not  just  on autonomy and 
accountabi l i ty—it  depends on systematic  
prophylaxis  exercised by c iv i l  society.  Without  i t ,  
our  mutual  destruct ion as  a  species—from ei ther  
microbes  or  nuclear  warheads—is,  indeed,  
assured.   
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